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Trouble 



How we think we abhor it 
dossixig the street to 
avoid meeting iq> with it» 
pretending— if it knocks— 

not to be home, 

going out of our way to 
disavow any knowledge, 

preferring to go it alone. 

Who, in tiieir ii£^ mind, 
would k)ok for it, 

ask for it? Who wouldn't do 
their best to stay out of it? 
And yet, who is it always we 
bring to the table? 
Who, besides misery, 
provides better company? 
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Caution 



Today, 1 go out determined 

to step on a aackf 

to nm widi scissoiSy 

to 0088 my weary eyes, 

because nothing has ever 

happened! And, oh Lord, 

I am stuck. So, whatever 

I've been told not to do, 

I'm doing: walch me 

grow hair on my palms, 

stunt my growth, 

get zits all over my face. 

No more, I say, playing it safe! 

No more thinking twice about it! 

No more looking before I leap! 

I'm hailing can fiill of strangers. 

I'm tfaroiwing good money 

afler bad, coveting 

my neighbor's wife, 

taking the Lord's name 

in vain. Goddammit! 

So wkat if my plans doif t hatch? 

So what if I come unj^ued? 

Stand badd 

I'm taking my chances. 
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Mr. Malaprop 



I know when I order 
the veal couplet for lunch 
aU bets are oC 
I've caught myself 

picking sonnet out of my nose, 

witnessing epileptic caesuras, 

having peanut butter and enjambment 

sandwiches. How many times 

can I say 

lamlamlam 

before the quatrain leaves the station? 

Where are the heroes and villanelles? 
Anyone for a game of troche? 
The worst thing is 1 rarely realize 
I've made the substitution, 
I iKdio was a child prosody, 
now sufoing from anapestic shock, 
writing poems witfi so many 
aberrant Hons, roaring 
in anaphylactic tetrameter! 



Pasta 



Here I am at the dinner party I dreaded, 

taking too much pasta from the blue cenunk bowl — 

it stida to the pasta folk and ifaeie^s no waqr 

I can sqpante it into reasonably smaller poiitkn^ — 

in line at tfie serving table in this elegant 

house, as the man right behind me — ^a retired 

brain researcher and electrical engineer — 

is talking about neurons and synapses, 

hovr monkeys can learn to categorize like humans, 

can distinguish, say, dogs and cats, and you can 

see it in the ciiange in Ibeir brain cells, and he^s 

reaching now for the fork and if s too late and 

the pasta on my plate is twice too much for tlie lone 

chicken leg I've dredged up from the next bowl, and 

so I dredge up yet another and think how, sk>w eater 

tliat I am, I'll never make appropriate pr ogre ss later 

vvlien everyone dse is finished and drinking llieir 

after-dinner cofo and tea and listening 

to the fireman talking about arthritis and arson, and 

tlie astrophysicist talking about how neutrinos in 

the ice in Antarctica are sending us back to the 

origins of the universe and the hosts Irish Setter 
has his nose in my crotch and his paw on die table 
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are asking me a questkm I canTt answer; 

having not paid appropriate attention, and under 
the dog's paw my pasta looks gray and brain-like 
with its small cells of parmesan and salt, and all 
eyes are on me now and I'm thinking 
in ^diat category— fire or ice — as the world ends, 
shoukil put die dog, put die pasta? 
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The Cancer Fish 



Amazing how one minute you can be 
walking along, on top of world, 
all the world, as it were, your oystei; 
and the next minute be a gonei^ 

a lobster in somebody's pot. What 
does the fish think, swimming along — 
things going swimmingjlY — minding its 
own business, wlien an innocent morsel, 
the minnow or worm tliat had always 
been just a pleasant kmch, suddenly 
brhigs it up ^ort, into tfie frantic air, 
a parcel on somebody's plate. How one 
word changes everything: Malignancy, Luck. 



JUted 

He had no symptoms, no 

buming sensatkm, no 

retentioti problems^ no 

difficidties to speak of ^pvliatsoevei; aiid 80 

when the doctors said 

cancer in tliat solemn tone 

that's reserved for consolation or 

telling ^ one you loved so dearly 

you doiftlove tiiem anymore 

(and we an know 

how that must go), 

he said, *No thank you * 

Life wasn't going to jilt him now, 

he wouldn't let it go, for how 

could somediing he loved not love him? 

Was it somediing he^d said or done? 

llien he'd be good] 

He'd bring it flowers and candy. 

He'd write it silly love poems. 

It would be his tootsie-wootsie 

in the sununertime agaiiL 
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OffWith Her Head! 



Can you keep yourself from aying 
by considering things? 
was Alioe^s question to ^ Queen 
and, as is often die case, 

I remember only the question 
and not the answer. 

But consider this: ifs curable, 

Which Is iKdiat my fiidier would say 
when I was crying 
about something or other: 
Don't be a baby! 

Babies, I might point out, 
were my fether stim around, 
don't have to worry 

about cancer. Though my daughter 
tells me a baby in her nursery 
Story group has brain cancer, 

but thaf s anodier story, 
and not the kind of thing 
you'd consider to stop crying. 
Perhaps Lewis Carroll was 
considering such things as 
mathematics or photc^aphy, or how 

Alice liddell looioed vtp at him 
that afternoon as the sun shone 
on diat litde boat tfiat sailed 

through his own mad imaginings. 
rU give you something to cry about, 
my father would have said. 



And thafs a far cry 
from any answer 
I might have hoped foL 
Inawoildof 

hedgehogs, doimke, hatters, 

that's only half the story. 

He died, but not of cancer. 
Consider that the next time 
yoiffe crying about a question. 



obituary 

for Marty 

Just once, you say, 
yotfdliketosee 
an obituary in which 

the deceased didn't succumb 

after "a heroic struggle" with cancer, 

or heart disease, or Alzheimer's or 

whatever it was 

4iat finally took him down. 

Just once, you say, 

couldn't the obit read: 

He got sick and quit. 
He gave up the ghost. 
He put up no fight at alL 

Got out vMe fkc gBtting was good, 
Bccused himself fivm life's feast. 

You're making a joke and 

I laugh, though you can't know 

I'm considering exacdy that: 

no radical prostatectomy far me, 

no matter what General Practitioner 

and Mayor Oncologist may say. 

I ^nk, let that walnut-sized 

pipsqueak have its way with me, 

that pebble in cancer's slingshot 

that brings dim Goliath down. 

So, old fhend, before I go 

and take an the wide wodd widi me, 

I want you to know 

I picked up the tip. 

I skipped the main course. 

I'm here in the punch line. 

Old friend, the joke's on me. 



The Planning Session 



Ididiftlookat 
Ihe 

the Foley catlieter 

or the rectal balloon. 

Flat on the sterile pallet 

in my gown and ridiculous 

shoes, 1 barely looked at 

the prim young nurse 

1^0 must have been 

chipper, attractive, 

a quick hand at 

the business of bladder 

and quip. Instead, 1 went 

as far &om that place 

a8lcoiild,outof 

llie moment out of 

the province of the prostate, 

its sick joke, to 

the remembered old 

country of health, 

where my mind could be 

free of an apprehension, 

my body — back 

in the treatment room — 

no more than a line drawing, 

a regret, a cartoon in 

The New Yorker 

Ididiftget 
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Abracadabra 



Enter through the door marked "Linac 4." 
lake the tiny towel, for ^Ise 
modesty is ahvays better than none. Now 
drop your trousers, mount the table, 

bring your bony knees 

upward to your chest while they 

tie your feet together and give 

you the rubber ring to squeeze 

what litde comfort you can fifom misdnectkm* 

Let ihem levitate you and then 

apply the ultrasound gel, the prescient probe, 

adjusting the planning parameters 

with the computer's sleight-of-hand. 

Ah, the indignity of itl You 

feel like such a rube, 

cauj^t wtdi your proverbial pants down 

as &ey vanish from the room. 

Let Linac 4 begin to hum 

its cool, dispassionate hum, the classic 

apparatus with its obhgatory patter 

moving its mesmeric armature 

over your rigid body. 

And iffinally it all comes down to mathematics — 
how the ceQs divide and multiply — 

and the physics of how the trick's done, 

who's to say that there could be 

no alchemy in the 21'' century, 

no magic, no necromancy? 

AU you want is just to be 

a stage prop in the act of Unac 4, 

yourcancer but a coin, a card, akey, a rope, 

a rabbit in the top hat of the prostate: 

Now you sec it, now you don't. 



Wh(U It's Like 



RaUyowpmntmascakficmitoio, 

A lazor in Ihe anus, 

cutworms squirming, 

a bass drum of pain. 

I'm not one, ordinarily, 

to complam, but, Jesusl 

where are die miracles 

of modem medidxie, now? 

Shit! Yes, shit 

is the culprit. Deposit it 

and you can produce 

intense blossoms of pain, 

such a oop of discomfort 

that yotdl despair 

of too*bountiful harvest 

Can you mariwt this? 

Are there consumers of, 

an audience for, your pain? 

And when you find yourself in it 

do you buy the idea 

tliat pain has its seasons, 

tdk its cautiottary tales, 

nails up its warning signs, 

makes its own atonal music? 

Or does it seem that the notion 

^tpain has its uses 

is more like tiae chief 

among God's great excuses? 
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On Your Own Terms 



At least you meet new words — 

adipose, ischemia, proaUis, 

cptitiSffistida, tenesmus — 

lliose Greek and Latinate poseurs, 

purveyors of vibsLt passes for 

intelligence and dass. Who 

would have thought that 

you would be 

intiiiiate with that crowd, 

intenning^g with such foreigners 

as wtUt and sphincten 

rectum and urethra, 

at this cocktail party of 

the pompous and obsequious. 

Me, I'd rather be 
monos^bic, dumb, 
outside in the garden, 

hobnobbing with the common folk, 
gabbing with the simple words 
like good, and health, and hope. 



In the Blink of an Eye 



forTbm 

And when a friend says that 
in one hundred years 
all 5.5 billion people alive 
now on earth will be dead, 
I think jii0giM» diink fUMdeo^ 
I tfaiiik llie iivilfcMalple W0r. 
Of a>une, it^8 kind of a trick 

only a sap like me would fall for, 
gullible liberal that I am, 
always coming up with the worst- 
case scenario. Of course 
all of us will be dead, but 
there will be more and more 
and more to take our place. 
And yet, it does give me pause, 
as I find myself sweating the small 
stuflf, while the universe blinks 
its eye (m the whole human race. 
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Limited Time Offer 



I guess God knew what he was doing 

when he set up his earthly economy — 

iRdiat choice did we have hut to huy into it? — 

though it seems w^xe getting short shrift, 

always losing the shirt off our hack, 

going bankrupt, being brought low. 

Even Adam was reduced to barter — 

What do I hear for this rib? — 

& kicked out of hliss for shop-lifting 

into a wodd weD-stocked widi woe. 

It seems life is finally a dose-out* 

a clearance, a liquidation, 

with God up there hawking his wares. 

The bottom line: Everything Must Go! 



It Happens 



And who is ever ready 

ivlien it does? On deck, 

for instanoe, at Hude's Restaurantt 

Siesta Key, just down 

from Crescent Beach. 

Sunset The pelicans and egrets 

roosting under the inlet moon. 

At the next table, the breeze, 

seated between Messrs. Gende and 

talks ofhis dear wife, Hush. 

sit dreamy in ^ aftermadi 
of salmon and red snapper, 
in the light of the key lime pie, 
when, sudden as a dropped 
dish in the kitchen, your 
starded hce shatters, and 
tiie moment we win alllive widi 
the rest of our lives, sidles up 
unexpectedly, and presents the check. 
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Finally, Completdy 



In a way, athletes die twice Wc die the day our careers end; we are usually young 
mm when thai ht^^pau. Thai we die affun, finaOy, con^AeUly, 

And we die again when 
our grandparents die, and then 
when our fathers and mothers, 
our best friends, our lovers, are 
knocked off the roster by 
whatever ifae world has to oifec 
breast cancer, heart attacks, drunk 
drivers — those players that take us 
in our last days, at the ends 
of our various seasons. 
If s the way Death plays: the lope 
under our long fly baU; the throw 
that cuts us off at the plate; the pitch 
that retires ^e side; hand 

that blocks our shot; tlie fake 

that fouls us out; the stall 

that runs down the dock; the blitz, 

the sadg the hit, as we 

buttonhook, down and out, 

or faD back into ^e pocket 

It finds us time after time — 

on the court, on the field, in the park; 

on the bench, in the crowd, on the street 

You don't have to be an adikte. 



^3 



Copyrighted material 



In Slow Motion 



even disaster is graceful, the flat 
hand to the hce floating slo^ back 
horn the slow blush hovering up 
on ihe cheek, the look 

of astonishment or wonder 

before the pain betrays, belatedly, 
the pleasure of surprise; 
die way the flames exfoliate 
fiom Ifae luxuriant brigjit eqpikMioii, 
the weig^h6es8 stray of debris 
trailing its pyrotechnical light; 
the splash of glass in the car crash, 
cascading, a waterfall of spray. 
How we play it over and ovei; 
the moment before whatever it was 
we did or said accelerated — 
hand, flame, gjass— disaster 
Us old self again, speeding up, 
&8ter, faster . . . 



The Spirit 



Sometimes its got you 
packing your ba^, 
loading tibeU Haul, 
and driving to Gevdand or 

Paris. Though you, left to 

your own devices, would just 

as soon have stayed 

at home on the sofa 

^widi your old friend, inertia, 

your caretaker. Inactivity. 

Hiere's somediing about knowing 

your place, you argue, 

something about being 

a rock. But just when 

you think yovf re dead 

on, just when yoi^re feeling 

comfy, tfie spirit shows up, 

with its strapping tape, 

boxes and dollies, 

its muscles and pickup truck. 

And (thank God!) it moves you, 

it moves you. 



Cured 



like a ham, or bacon! Irradiated* 
preserved, a foodstuff that will never 
goliad! I'm saved, as by salting, 

or smoking, or aging. I'm 
hardtack, I'm salt-pork, I'm 
beef jerky. The cancer's 
been remedied, eradicated, as if 
it were just a bad habit if s been 
vulcanized, subjected to chemical 
action or heat, rendered 
infusible or chemically inert 
I'm rubber, I'm plastic, let death 
try to mess with me now! 
I'll stick in his crawl 
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